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Peter Lawrence is at the MRC
Laboratory of Molecular Biology
(LMB) in Cambridge, UK. In 1965
he completed his PhD with V.B.
Wigglesworth in the Zoology
Department at Cambridge, working
on pattern formation in Hemiptera.
A Harkness Fellowship in the USA
was followed by a fellowship at the
Genetics Department in
Cambridge. In 1969 he moved to
the LMB, and in 1973 visited
A. Garcia-Bellido, G. Morata and
colleagues in Madrid and decided
to work on Drosophila. He has
worked on many aspects of pattern
formation, for example using
mosaic techniques to investigate
morphogen gradients, polarity and
the genetic control of cell identity,
cell affinity and lineage. He is a
codiscoverer of developmental
compartments. He wrote ‘The
Making of A Fly’ (Blackwell, 1992).
What turned you on to biology in
the first place? I guess it was
genetic; my first word was
“butterbye”.
Do you have a ‘favourite’ paper?
“Sequential organizing activities of
engrailed, hedgehog and
decapentaplegic in the Drosophila
wing” ( Zecca et al. (1995)
Development 121, 2265–2278). This
smart work established that
something I had been pushing for
more than 30 years was right: that
morphogen gradients determine
practically everything important —
growth, polarity, scale, pattern — in
multicellular systems. Always fun to
be able to say “I told you so”.
What is the best advice you’ve
been given? Boris Ephrussi, in
1967, took me aside and said that
while I was OK on ideas, when it
came to quantitation I was
hopeless and should appreciate
the value of measuring and
counting. I can’t say I have
improved enough, but I know the
advice was good.
And what advice would you offer
someone wondering whether to
start a career in biology? Don’t
do it for a career; do it only if you
care about the subject. Young
people give the career part of
things far too much attention
nowadays. Science is not like
working up from a smaller desk to
a larger desk in a bank — well, it is
actually becoming more and more
like that, but it shouldn’t be.
If you knew what you now know
earlier on, would you still pursue
the same research path? Yes, I
would — I was lucky to decide to
work on developmental genetics
long before it became popular. It
was a treat to be able to read the
entire year’s literature in a
weekend.
What has been your biggest
mistake in research? Giving too
much weight to the important fact
that, in science, truth is not
determined by consensus or even
by the majority view. In the
absence of good evidence, the
common opinion in the 1980s was
that Wnt proteins are secreted
signalling molecules, and I
therefore took the view that they
are not. It cost me a bottle of wine,
at least.
What is your favourite
conference? The Crete Drosophila
meeting, because unlike all other
conferences I know it is egalitarian
(once you have got in), so that
everyone, regardless of status,
gives a talk of the same length. It is
also a lovely and informal place
that makes people more decent
than usual.
And your least favourite
conference? I dislike all big
conferences and almost never go
to them.
Do you have a ‘scientific hero’
— if so, who and and why?
Wigglesworth, my PhD supervisor,
who took on students to help them
(not him) and gave them complete
freedom and did not put his name
on their papers. Over a very long
life in the lab, publishing into his
90s, he did an unbelievable
amount of quality research with his
own two hands and inspired many
(see Lawrence and Locke (1997),
Nature 386, 757-758). I have other
heroes, here are some examples.
Francis Crick, because no other
scientist I know sees so clearly,
and has such good judgement
about what is important. Max
Perutz, because of his wisdom,
and because it was his realisation
that risk and originality go together
that made the MRC LMB the best
biology lab in the world. Klaus
Sander as well as Ed Lewis,
Christiane Nüsslein-Volhard and
Eric Wieschaus, because they put
biological problem-solving before
the fashion of their time.
Do you have any strong views on
journals and the peer review
system? Yes. I believe the vast
importance attached to getting
papers into those journals with the
highest impact factor is causing
serious damage to the fabric of
science. For example, people are
tailoring their work and their
presentation with this in mind,
sometimes at the expense of
objectivity.
What is your greatest ambition
in research? My ambition changes
every few years, but it is always to
solve some problem or other;
currently it would be to understand
the genetic basis of planar polarity
in multicellular systems. I don’t
have much hope of success.
What do you think are the big
questions to be answered next
in your field? To bring cell biology
and genomics together and work
out what gene products actually
do, rather than just assigning them
‘roles’ in this or that ‘pathway’ (see
Lawrence (2001), Nat. Rev. Genet.
2, 139-142).
And the biggest challenge to the
scientific community? To clean
up our act so we work to solve
problems rather than build our
careers. To stop exploitation of the
young by the established (see
Lawrence (2002), Nature 415, 835-
836). To devise a better system to
encourage the young to branch out
on their own, and to protect them
more from the risk this is
commonly thought to entail.
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